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Examining the Association of Religious
Context with Giving to Non-Profit
Organizations
Pamala Wiepking1,*, Rene´ H. F. P. Bekkers2 and Una O. Osili3
Abstract: Why do citizens in religious groups and more religious countries give money to charitable
causes? In this article we aim to theoretically and empirically unravel the influence of religious
composition on giving to non-profit organizations across countries. Building on theories and research in
sociology, social psychology, and economics we formulate hypotheses about individual- and contextual-
level differences in engagement in religious and secular charitable giving. We test our hypotheses with
multi-level analyses using data from the European Social Survey that include 21 European countries
complemented with matching data from the United States (N1¼ 41,314; N2¼ 22). The results show no
relationship between country-level devoutness and engagement in religious or secular giving. We do
find that citizens in countries with a higher level of religious heterogeneity are more likely to engage in
religious giving but not secular giving. We test two explanations for the relationship between giving
and religious heterogeneity. We find support for the minority hypothesis that people belonging to a
religious minority have a higher likelihood of giving but not for the group size hypothesis that the
relative size of the religious denomination to which people belong to decreases their engagement in
charitable giving.
Introduction
Charitable donations are important sources of contribu-
tions to non-profit organizations. For example, in the
Netherlands in 2012, 85 per cent made charitable
donations, amounting to a total of 1.8 billion euro
donated to non-profit organizations (Bekkers and De
Wit, 2013). Especially in uncertain economic times,
when governments increasingly withdraw from the
provision of core public goods and services, voluntary
contributions to the non-profit sector are of great
importance to up keep the level of welfare state
provisions.
There is abundant research showing that those who
are religiously affiliated contribute more money to non-
profit organizations than non-religious individuals (for a
review, see Bekkers and Wiepking, 2011). Recent studies
suggest that not only individual religious affiliation, but
also the religious context in which individuals live may
be of great importance for engagement in volunteering
(Ruiter and De Graaf, 2006; Borgonovi, 2008; Bennett,
2012; Lim and MacGregor, 2012). Religious context
relates to characteristics of religious groups in a
geographic area, for example, the number, size, and
distribution of religious groups and the average level of
religiosity. While the relationship between religious
context and volunteering has been examined in several
studies, it is less clear whether the influence of religious
context also extends to monetary contributions. Such a
relationship can be expected because correlates of
volunteering and giving are similar. Also, it is unclear
whether religious context is correlated with charitable
giving outside the United States. Thus far, however, only
one study of American counties by Borgonovi (2008) has
examined the importance of religious context on indi-
vidual charitable giving behaviour. Both the level of
religiosity as well as the level of religious diversity in the
United States is higher than in Europe, where religion is
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less important in daily life and several countries have
large religious majorities and religious minorities are
often smaller. Therefore, we sought to extend the body
of research on the behavioural correlates of religious
context by examining the relationship between religious
context and charitable giving to both religious and
secular non-profit organizations in a cross-national
comparative study of 21 European countries and the
United States. The question we answer in this article is:
how can the relationship between individual- and
contextual-level religiosity and engagement in charitable
giving be explained? We answer this question using data
from the 2002 European Social Survey (ESS, 2002),
adding matching data from the 2005 United States
Citizenship, Involvement, Democracy Survey (CID,
2005) for the United States. We present new theoretical
explanations for the relationship between religious
context and individual donations to non-profit organ-
izations, based on theories and research on organiza-
tional membership and giving and volunteering
behaviour originating in sociology, social psychology,
and economics.
Theory and Hypotheses
Individual Religiosity and Charitable Giving
Studies on charitable giving at the individual level have
consistently shown that religious beliefs and attendance
are key predictors of engagement in charitable giving
(Wuthnow, 1991; Putnam, 2000; Bekkers and Wiepking,
2011). Individuals affiliated with organized forms of
religion and individuals who attend religious services
more frequently are more likely to donate to religious as
well as secular charitable organizations and donate
higher amounts to these organizations (Hoge and
Yang, 1994; Berger, 2006; Bekkers and Schuyt, 2008).
Broadly speaking, there are two conventional types of
explanations for the higher level of giving among
religious individuals, one focusing on norms and one
on networks (Ruiter and De Graaf, 2006; Bekkers and
Schuyt, 2008). The first explanation assumes that
religious communities endorse social norms and values
that encourage caring for others and acts of charity. In
all major world religions, kindness towards others is a
religious virtue. In the Christian tradition, the parable of
the Good Samaritan is often used to illustrate the value
of helping strangers (Wuthnow, 1991). However, there is
variation between people belonging to different religious
groups in the extent to which they follow the norms to
help others (Reitsma, Scheepers and ten Grotenhuis,
2006). From Durkheim’s integration thesis it follows that
people who are more strongly integrated in their
religious group are more likely to follow the religious
values to help others (Durkheim, [1897] 1952; Reitsma,
Scheepers and ten Grotenhuis, 2006; Ruiter and De
Graaf, 2006). It is consistent with this thesis that
donations increase with the frequency of church attend-
ance, as previous studies have found (Bekkers and
Wiepking, 2011). In addition, members of religious
groups with higher levels of church attendance, such as
Protestants in North American and Western European
countries, typically give more (Bekkers and Wiepking,
2011).
The second explanation assumes that religious com-
munities are social networks of individuals who channel
the willingness to contribute to recipient organizations
through social influence and solicitations for contribu-
tions. When philanthropic behaviour is publicly observ-
able people give more (Soetevent, 2005; Reinstein and
Riener, 2012). Religious donations often take place in a
religious institution, which makes them publicly observ-
able. A failure to give may damage one’s reputation,
especially among the religious who have strong shared
values for philanthropic behaviour. In addition, religious
individuals are more likely to encounter requests for
charitable contributions than non-religious individuals,
because religious individuals are requested to donate
when attending a service at a religious institution
(Bekkers and Schuyt, 2008). In addition, religious
individuals have larger and more diverse social networks
through which they are approached for donations
(Wiepking and Maas, 2009).
It is important to distinguish between religious and
non-religious organizations receiving donations.
Obviously, religious individuals give more to their own
church and to charities affiliated with that church. While
the positive relationship between religion and donations
has not been observed as strongly and consistently in
studies of donations to organizations other than the
church (Galen, 2012), the available evidence has mostly
confirmed a positive relationship between religiosity and
secular giving (Bekkers and Wiepking, 2011). In line
with this evidence we formulate:
H1a: People belonging to a religious group have a higher
probability of making religious and secular donations.
H1b: People attending religious services more frequently
have a higher probability of making religious and secular
donations.
Next, we will focus on four explanations for the
relationship between religious context and charitable
giving: devoutness, heterogeneity, group size, and mi-
nority effects.
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Religious Context and Charitable Giving
Devoutness
The explanations for the higher level of giving among
religious individuals presented in previous research focus
on the characteristics of religious groups. As Ruiter and
De Graaf (2006) have argued in their study on the
influence of national religious context on volunteering,
one would expect that individuals in more devout
countries—i.e. with higher levels of religious activity—
are more likely to contribute resources to non-profit
organizations because religious groups maintain positive
social norms on contributing. Such norms pervade social
group boundaries. The presence of religious groups in a
society would then support the preservation of the norm
also for non-religious individuals. Indeed experiments
show that observing pro-social behaviour leads people to
adopt a norm prescribing pro-social behaviour and
increasingly so the more others are observed behaving
consistently with that norm (Krupka and Weber, 2009).
People in more devout countries will thus be more likely
to volunteer, because their social networks are more
likely to be devout. Ruiter and De Graaf (2006) assume
that both religious and secular people will be recruited
through these devout networks, in which the norm to
volunteer is stronger as well as the social pressure to
comply with requests for volunteer work. While some
controversy has arisen about the methodology to test for
these types of contextual relationships (Van der Meer,
ten Grotenhuis and Pelzer, 2010), the theoretical argu-
ment is unchallenged. Positive relationships between
aggregate level devoutness and volunteering have been
documented in analyses of European and World Values
Surveys (Ruiter and De Graaf, 2006) and survey data
from the United States (Borgonovi, 2008). Our devout-
ness hypothesis is:
H2: People in countries with a higher average level of
religious attendance have a higher probability of making
religious and secular donations.
Heterogeneity
Rational choice theories of religious competition
(Iannacone, 1991) suggest that the quantity of religion
demanded (i.e. the level of religiosity) is higher in
contexts in which there is more competition for believers
(i.e. a higher level of religious heterogeneity). Drawing
on this theory, Borgonovi (2008) argues that religious
heterogeneity (pluralism) is an important variable that
should be included in research on giving and volunteer-
ing, because it increases the level of commitment in
religious groups. In this explanation, religious
heterogeneity at the macro level increases the level of
commitment in religious groups at the individual level,
which, in turn increases the level of engagement in non-
profit organizations. However, in contrast to this
explanation, no significant relationship was found
between religious heterogeneity and religious attendance
by Borgonovi (2008) in a study on the United States.
Neither did a correlation between religious heterogeneity
and charitable giving (religious or secular) emerge.
Despite the lack of empirical support for effects of
religious heterogeneity in the study of Borgonovi
focusing on the United States, we do believe that
religious heterogeneity deserves attention in research on
giving and volunteering in Europe’s diverse religious
landscape.
Our heterogeneity hypothesis is:
H3: The stronger the religious heterogeneity of a society, the
higher the probability of making religious and secular
donations.
However, one could argue that the arguments about
religious competition do not apply in Europe, where
religious competition and switching between religious
groups is much less common than in the United States
(Sherkat, 1991; Shy, 2007). Therefore, our arguments
explaining religious heterogeneity focus on two compet-
ing mechanisms. The first one ties heterogeneity to
group size, and the second one to minority status.
Group size
The level of religious heterogeneity is higher in areas
with a higher number of small religious groups. Olson
(1965) argued that collective action problems are more
likely to be overcome in small groups. Charitable
donations help produce collective goods. In the absence
of selective incentives, the tendency to ‘free ride’ on the
contributions of others—refraining from making contri-
butions oneself—increases. According to the classical
rational choice analysis, free riding increases with group
size because the public good has to be shared with a
larger number of people. Consistent with this prediction,
studies in the sociology of religion have consistently
found negative associations between group size and
religious contributions (Iannacone, 1991; Zaleski and
Zech, 1992; Olson and Caddell, 1994). Social control is
easier and social influence is stronger in smaller groups
(Latane´ and Wolf, 1981). As all religious groups endorse
norms proscribing pro-social behaviours such as helping
others in need and making charitable donations
(Wuthnow, 1991), members of smaller religious groups
are expected to be more likely to make charitable
donations, both to religious and secular causes. Research
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on donations shows that social pressure to give is
especially higher among the religious, and that social
pressure is a partial explanation for the greater generosity
of more religious individuals (Berger, 2006; Bekkers and
Schuyt, 2008).
Our group size hypothesis is:
H4: People belonging to a smaller religious group in their
country have a higher probability of making religious and
secular donations.
Minority groups
Small religious groups are more likely to be religious
minority groups. Minority group members tend to
overestimate the consensus and homogeneity within
their group (Simon and Brown, 1987), leading to
stronger pressure to comply with (perceived) group
norms. According to social identity theory (Tajfel, 1982),
groups that constitute a minority of the population
identify more strongly with other people belonging to
their own group (in-group) than members of non-
minorities (Simon and Brown, 1987). Studies in social
psychology (e.g. Simpson, 2006) show that appeals to
social identity help solve collective action problems.
Members of a religious minority group identify more
strongly with members of their own religious group. As a
result of group identification, minority group members
are more strongly inclined to act according to group
norms than religious majority group members. Given
positive social norms on charitable donations, members
of religions minority groups are expected to donate more
frequently, especially to religious causes.
Our minority group hypothesis is:
H5: People belonging to a religious group representing a
minority in their country have a higher probability of
making religious and secular donations.
Data
We use data on 21 countries from the European Social
Survey (ESS), wave I (ESS, 2002) complemented with
matching data from the 2005 United States Citizenship,
Involvement, Democracy Survey (CID, 2005) for the
United States. We used list-wise deletion on the
individual-level variables, resulting in the inclusion of
39,976 respondents (N1) in 22 (N2) countries in our
analyses.1
Dependent Variables
The dependent variables in our analyses are individual
engagement in religious giving (religious donation)
and engagement in secular giving (secular donation).
These dichotomous variables indicate whether or not an
individual has donated money over the past 12
months to either religious or secular causes
(September–December 2002 to September–December
2003, depending on the fieldwork period), as listed in
Table 1.
Table 1 presents descriptive statistics of charitable
giving behaviour. Of the respondents, 26 per cent
donated to a religious or secular non-profit organization
in the course of a calendar year. The most popular
secular non-profit organizations people donate to are
organizations for humanitarian aid, human rights,
minorities, or immigrants (11 per cent) and organiza-
tions for environmental protection, peace, or animal
rights (7 per cent). Of these people, 7 per cent indicate
having donated to a religious or church organization.
Individual-Level Predictor Variables
The first set of individual-level predictor variables in our
analyses relate to religious affiliation: Roman Catholic,
Protestant, other religious affiliation (including other
Christian, Buddhism, Islam, Eastern Orthodox, and
Judaism) and no religious affiliation (not religious;
reference category). Religious attendance was originally
measured on an ordinal scale ranging from ‘never’ to
‘everyday’, which we recoded into an interval variable,
measuring the number of times per year a respondent
indicates to attend religious services. We included the
natural log of religious service attendance in the analyses.
At the individual level we also include age, educational
level, and generalized trust as control variables because
they are associated with religious affiliation and attend-
ance and are consistently positive predictors of charitable
giving (Bekkers and Wiepking, 2011; Wiepking and
Bekkers, 2012).
Country-Level Predictor Variables
Following Ruiter and De Graaf (2006), we use the mean
level of the natural log of religious service attendance in
a country (in times a year) as our measure of devout-
ness.2 We operationalize country-level religious hetero-
geneity with the fractionalization index as documented
by Ellingsen (2000) and Alesina et al. (2003). By using an
external source for religious heterogeneity we avoid
reporting biased associations based on aggregated indi-
vidual-level data (Voas, Olson and Crockett, 2002;
Bennett, 2012). The fractionalization index is based
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upon the Herfindahl–Hirschman Index (HHI). The HHI
is originally a measure of the size of firms in relation to
the industry they are active in, and an indicator of the
amount of competition among these firms (Borgonovi,
2008). In this study, religious heterogeneity stands for
the competition of religious groups in a country and
their relative size. The fractionalization index varies
between 0 and 1, where 1 stands for high religious
heterogeneity. The analyses also control for country-level
GDP per capita in 2002 (Heston Summers and Aten,
2006) and country-level generalized trust.
Cross-Level Predictor Variables
In order to test the group size hypothesis we devised a
new measure: we computed an interaction between an
individual’s religious category and the proportion of the
population belonging to that religious category. For
example, in the United States, 31 per cent of the
population indicated to belong to a Protestant denom-
ination. If a US respondent belongs to a Protestant
denomination, the interaction term for this respondent
equals 0.31. For a US respondent not belonging to a
Protestant denomination, this interaction term equals 0.
We only test this hypothesis for people reporting
Protestant affiliation, Roman Catholic affiliation, and
for people who report no religious affiliation. Due to the
small number of countries in the ESS in which a
significant proportion of people belong to other religious
groups (e.g. Buddhism, Islam, Judaism, and Eastern
Orthodox), it is not possible to examine the relationship
between individual charitable giving and the relative size
of the religious group people with these other religious
affiliations belong to.
We also use individual- and country-level information
to construct the dichotomous individual variable religious
minority. People score 1 on religious minority when they
belong to a religious group that is not the largest (majority)
religious group (as a proportion of the population) in the
country they live in. Table 2 provides summary statistics for
the variables included in the analyses. Supplementary Table
S1 includes a correlation table between the country-level
variables included in the analyses.
Analytical Strategy
We predict the probability of religious and secular giving
using a random intercept multi-level logistic regression
analysis, accounting for country-specific random effects
(Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal, 2008).3 The results of these
analyses are reported in Tables 3 (religious giving) and 4
(secular giving). In all models we statistically control for
individual age, education, generalized trust, and country-
level GDP per capita and generalized trust. We calculated
the predicted probability of engagement in giving for
relevant predictor variables discussed in the text, with all
other covariates fixed at their sample means. The results
reported in Tables 3 and 4 test all hypotheses except the
group size hypothesis.
Table 1 Percentage of donors per type of non-profit sector organization in 21 European countries and the
United States (N¼ 41,314)
Percentage donors
Religious donation
A religious or church organization 7
Secular donations
An organization for humanitarian aid, human rights, minorities, or immigrants 11
An organization for environmental protection, peace, or animal rights 7
An organization for science, education, or teachers and parents 2
An organization for cultural or hobby activities 4
A sports club or club for outdoor activities 5
A social club, club for the young, the retired/elderly, women, or friendly societies 3
A political party 1
A trade union 2
A business, professional, or farmers’ organization 1
A consumer or automobile organization 1
Any other voluntary organization 3
Any secular donation 23
Source: ESS, 2002; CID, 2005
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In order to test the group size hypothesis (H4: People
belonging to a smaller religious group in their country have
a higher probability of making religious and secular
donations), we need to include several combinations of
interactions between individual-level religious affiliation
and country-level proportional size of the different
religious groups. In three separate models (based on
full model 6 in Tables 3 and 4; included as
Supplementary Tables S5 and S6), we analysed the
probability of engagement in religious and secular giving
for people belonging to a particular religious affiliation
living in countries with varying Roman Catholic,
Protestant, and secular populations. We obtained these
results by including an interaction between a particular
individual-level religious category and the proportion of
people belonging to a particular religious category. This
enables us to test whether individual charitable giving is
related to the relative size of the religious group an
individual is affiliated with. Using the results of these
analyses, we calculated the predicted probability that a
Catholic, a Protestant, or a non-religious person donates
in countries with varying proportions of Catholics,
Protestants, or non-religious people, with all other
covariates fixed at their sample means. These predicted
probabilities are graphically displayed in Figure 2a, b,
and c for religious giving and in Figure 3a, b, and c for
secular giving.
Results
Religious Donations
Before we discuss the results of the multi-level logistic
regression analysis of engagement in religious giving, it is
useful to first consider the intercept-only model (model
without any predictor variables, model not displayed). In
this model, the intra-class correlation coefficient (ICC) is
0.22, indicating that 22 per cent of variation in religious
giving can be explained by differences at the country
level.
In model 1 in Table 3, we include the different
individual-level religious affiliations. Not surprisingly, we
find that people belonging to any type of religious group
have an increased probability of making a religious
donation compared with people who are not religiously
affiliated. This is in line with Hypothesis 1a. The results
Table 2 Descriptive statistics (N1¼ 39,976; N2¼ 22)
Variable Mean (SD) Min. Max.
Dependent variables
Religious donation 0.07 0 1
Secular donation 0.23 0 1
Individual level predictors
Not religious (ref.) 0.35 0 1
Roman Catholic 0.34 0 1
Protestant 0.16 0 1
Other religion 0.15 0 1
Religious attendance (ln) 1.49 (1.55) 0 5.90
Country level predictors
Devoutnessa 1.48 (0.67) 0.81 3.06
Religious heterogeneityb 0.37 (0.21) 0.09 0.82
Cross-level predictors
Roman Catholic (i) * ø Roman Catholic (c) 0.21 (0.32) 0 0.91
Protestant (i) * ø Roman Catholic (c) 0.02 (0.07) 0 0.91
Not religious (i) * ø Roman Catholic (c) 0.10 (0.20) 0 0.91
Roman Catholic (i) * ø Protestant (c) 0.02 (0.06) 0 0.73
Protestant (i) * ø Protestant (c) 0.07 (0.18) 0 0.73
Not religious (i) * ø Protestant (c) 0.07 (0.15) 0 0.73
Roman Catholic (i) * ø Not religious (c) 0.10 (0.17) 0 0.71
Protestant (i) * ø Not religious (c) 0.07 (0.16) 0 0.71
Not religious (i) * ø Not religious (c) 0.16 (0.24) 0 0.71
Minority 0.38 0 1
Notes: aaverage religious attendance (ln); bfractionalization index; (i) dummy variable individual belongs to religious category; (c) proportion belonging to
religious category at country level.
Source: ESS, 2002; CID, 2005.
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show that people belonging to the Roman Catholic
Church have a 7.8 per cent chance of making a
religious donation, those belonging to a Protestant
denomination have a 8.3 per cent chance, those belong-
ing to ‘other religions’ have a 10.3 per cent chance and
people who do not belong to any religious denomination
have a 0.8 per cent chance of making a religious
donation (with all other covariates fixed at their sample
means).
The estimates in model 2 in Table 3 show that people
who attend religious services more often have a higher
probability to engage in religious giving. People who do
not attend religious services have a 3.2 per cent chance
of making religious donations. People who attend
religious services about once a month have a 5.8 per
cent chance of making religious donations and those
who attend religious services every week have a 9.8 per
cent chance of making religious donations. Specifically
those who attend religious services twice a week or every
day have a high chance of making religious donations
13.1 per cent and 21.5 per cent, respectively. These
findings are in line with Hypothesis 1b. Note that the
inclusion of religious attendance in model 2 in Table 3
significantly reduces the differences in the probability of
religious giving between people with a Roman Catholic,
Protestant, other religious affiliation, and the non-
religious. In line with previous studies, we find that
the positive relationship between religious affiliation and
making religious donations is partly mediated by
religious attendance (Bekkers and Schuyt, 2008).
In model 3 in Table 3 we include the country-level
measure of devoutness, measured with average religious
attendance. In contrast with our devoutness hypothesis
(H2), which expected a positive relation between a
country’s level of devoutness and individual giving
behaviour, we find no relationship between average
religious attendance and religious giving.
Model 4 in Table 3 shows the results of the test of the
religious heterogeneity hypothesis (H3). The results
support Hypothesis 3 in the case of religious giving, as
we find a strong relationship between religious hetero-
geneity and making religious donations. The larger a
country’s religious diversity, the higher the probability
that people make a religious donation. People in
the United States, the most religious heterogeneous
country in our data, have a 10.1 per cent chance of
making a religious donation. In contrast, people who
live in Luxemburg, the most homogeneous religious
country in our data, have a 1.6 per cent chance of
making a religious donation. In Figure 1 we display
the predicted probability of making a religious dona-
tion in countries with increasing levels of religious
heterogeneity.
The next hypothesis we test is the minority hypothesis
(H5). The minority hypothesis predicts that citizens
belonging to a religious minority in their country have a
higher probability of making religious donations. The
results in model 5 in Table 3 support this hypothesis,
although the difference is rather small. People belonging
to a religious minority have a 4.0 per cent chance of
making a religious donation, whereas people belonging
to the religious majority of a country have a 3.0 per cent
chance. It is noteworthy that the inclusion of religious
minority in model 5 in Table 3 reduces the differences in
the probability of religious giving between people with a
Roman Catholic, Protestant, other religious affiliation,
and the non-religious. This suggests that part of the
positive relationship between religious affiliation and
engagement in religious giving is mediated by the
minority status of these groups.
Finally, model 6 in Table 3 shows that including all
predictor variables in one model hardly changes the
results. The indicators for religious context, most notably
country-level religious heterogeneity, account for
{[(0.23 0.14)/0.23] 100¼} 39 per cent of the coun-
try-level variation in religious giving.
Next, we test the group size hypothesis (H4).
Figure 2a, b, and c show the predicted probabilities of
making a religious donation for people belonging to a
particular religious affiliation living in countries with
different proportions of Catholics (Figure 2a),
Protestants (Figure 2b) and those not religiously
affiliated (Figure 2c).4
This figure show whether and to what extent an
individual’s religious affiliation is related to the relative
size of a religious group in their country (H4). Figure 2a
shows that specifically for Protestants, the predicted
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Figure 1 Predicted probability of engagement in religious
giving for people living in countries with increasing levels of
religious heterogeneity (with 95 per cent CIs)
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probability of making a religious donation in-
creases strongly when a higher proportion of their
countries’ population is affiliated with Catholicism,
although this result is not significant at the 5 per cent
level. Whereas Protestants have a predicted probability
of making a religious donation of 13.8 per cent
[95 per cent confidence interval (CI) low, high: 8.4–19.2]
in a country with an average level of Catholics (e.g. the
Czech Republic, with 28 per cent Catholics), this
probability increases to 42.1 per cent (95 per cent
CI low, high: 14.6–69.5) for Protestants in a country with a
high level of Catholics (e.g. Poland: 91 per cent
Catholics).
Figure 2b displays the predicted probability of making
a religious donation for Catholics, Protestants, and non-
religious people for countries with different proportions
of Protestants. As can be seen in Figure 2b, the
proportion of Protestants in a country does not signifi-
cantly relate to the probability of making religious
donations. The predicted probability of making a
religious donation does show a small but non-significant
decline for Protestants in countries with a higher
percentage of Protestants.
Figure 2c shows that Catholics, Protestants, and those
not religiously affiliated all experience a significantly
higher probability of making religious donations in
more secular countries. This increase is strongest for
both Protestants and Catholics, who have a predicted
probability of making a religious donation of only 2.4 per
cent (95 per cent CI low, high: 0.1 to 4.8) and 1.8 per cent
(95 per cent CI low, high: 0.5–3.1) in Greece (3 per cent not
religiously affiliated). Protestants and Catholics, respect-
ively, have a predicted probability of making a religious
donation of 24.2 per cent (95 per cent CI low, high: 8.5–
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Figure 2 (a) Predicted probability of engagement in religious giving for Roman Catholics, Protestants, and those not religiously
affiliated living in countries with a higher proportion of Roman Catholics (with 95 per cent CIs). (b) Predicted probability of
engagement in religious giving for Roman Catholics, Protestants, and those not religiously affiliated living in countries with a
higher proportion of Protestants (with 95 per cent CIs). (c) Predicted probability of engagement in religious giving for Roman
Catholics, Protestants, and those not religiously affiliated living in countries with a higher proportion of people not religiously
affiliated (with 95 per cent CIs).
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40.0) and 29.5 per cent (95 per cent CI low, high: 5.5–53.4)
in a highly secular country, such as, for example, Sweden
(71 per cent not religiously affiliated).
In sum, the results displayed in Figure 2a, b, and c
show that there are indeed some relationships between
an individual’s religious affiliation, the religious group
size and the probability of making religious donations.
However, most of these relationships are non-significant
and do not neatly fit the group size hypothesis.
Secular Donations
The results of the intercept-only model for secular giving
(not displayed) show that there is also considerable
variation between countries in engagement in secular
donations, though it is lower than for religious giving.
The ICC is 0.13 for secular giving, indicating that 13 per
cent of variation in secular giving can be explained by
differences at the country level. Overall, the results for
the models examining the probability of secular giving in
Table 4 resemble the results found in the case of
religious giving. The results in Table 4 indicate that the
hypotheses supported in the case of religious giving are
also supported in the case of secular giving, except for
the religious heterogeneity hypothesis. We find no
significant relationship between the level of religious
heterogeneity in a country and the probability of making
secular donation. In addition, as expected based on
previous research (e.g. Galen, 2012), the size of the
coefficients is considerably smaller in the models
predicting secular giving than in the models predicting
religious giving. The indicators for individual religion
and religious context account for {[(0.13 0.08)/
0.13] 100¼} 38 per cent of the country-level variation
in secular giving. Interestingly enough, the individual-
level religious indicators appear to account for most of
the country variance in secular giving. The intra-class
correlation coefficient decreases from 0.13 in the inter-
cept-only model to 0.09 in model 1, including only the
indicators for individual-level religious affiliation.
Again, we find no support for the group size
hypothesis. Figure 3a, b, and c display the predicted
probabilities of making a secular donation for people
belonging to a particular religious affiliation living in
countries with different proportions of Catholics
(Figure 3a), Protestants (Figure 3b) and those not
religiously affiliated (Figure 3c). The predicted probabil-
ity of making secular donations appears to be not
strongly related to religious group size. We do see the
same negative relationship for belonging to a Protestant
denomination and the proportion of Protestants in a
country: Protestants are less inclined to make a religious
or secular donation in a country with more Protestants
(but this difference is not significant). In Figure 3c we
also see that Catholics, Protestants, and those not
belonging to a religious denomination all have a higher
probability of making secular donations in more secular
countries.
Conclusion and Discussion
This article is a first attempt to examine the relationship
between individual religion, religious context, and mon-
etary donations to non-profit organizations in Europe
and the United States. We find that citizens in religious
groups more often give money to charitable causes, both
religious and secular, primarily because of their individ-
ual religiosity. We find no relationship between average
religious participation in a country and individual
donation behaviour in Europe and the United States.
However, religious context does matter in other respects:
religious heterogeneity is associated with a higher
likelihood of religious giving, and the likelihood of
both religious and secular charitable giving is higher for
citizens belonging to religious minorities.
Our results shed new light on the importance of
religious context on individual engagement in non-profit
organizations. Previous research found a positive rela-
tionship between the level of devoutness of a country
and individual volunteering (Ruiter and De Graaf, 2006)
and between the devoutness of US counties and
primarily religious volunteering and giving (Borgonovi,
2008). Our findings show that such a relationship does
not exist for the engagement in charitable giving in
Europe. This result is partly in line with the recent
finding of Lim and MacGregor (2012) in a study of the
influence of religious context on volunteering behaviour.
Furthermore, our results show that for Europe and the
United States, religious heterogeneity is associated with
higher engagement in religious giving, but not secular giving.
People in religiously more diverse countries more often
report religious donations, controlling for their own
religious affiliation and attendance. This result differs from
Borgonovi’s (2008) results for the United States, where
religious heterogeneity is not related to religious (or secular)
giving, but only to religious volunteering. The divergence in
findings does not necessarily reflect a substantial difference
between the United States and Europe, as the analysis of the
American data by Borgonovi include many other potentially
confounding variables.
We argued that in countries with stronger religious
heterogeneity, people either belong to a religious
minority or to a religious category that comprises a
smaller part of the countries’ religious landscape.
Although the minority effect cannot account for the
positive relationship between a country’s religious
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heterogeneity and religious donations, we do find a small
significant positive relationship between belonging to a
religious minority and individual donation behaviour,
both in the case of religious and secular giving. This
relationship can be explained by social identity theory
(Tajfel, 1982).
Although we find no support for the group size
hypothesis, we found that Protestants and Roman
Catholics are more likely to make both religious and
secular donations in more secular countries, and the
non-religious are more likely to make secular donations
in more secular countries. This is in line with previ-
ous research showing that religious people do make
secular donations, but non-religious people are not
inclined to make religious donations (Bekkers and
Schuyt, 2008).
Limitations
Despite the contributions this article makes to the
literature on engagement in non-profit organizations,
there are also some limitations to this study. First of all,
the proportion of respondents reporting religious dona-
tions is low compared with other, more specialized
surveys using more extensive questionnaire modules to
measure engagement in philanthropy.5 As religious
giving is likely to be underreported by respondents
giving lower amounts, we are likely overestimating the
relationships between religion, religious context, and
engagement in religious giving. Future research using
more extensive questions on giving should be conducted
to test whether the relationships we find here can be
replicated.
(a) (b)
(c)
Figure 3 (a) Predicted probability of engagement in secular giving for Roman Catholics, Protestants, and those not religiously
affiliated living in countries with a higher proportion of Roman Catholics (with 95 per cent CIs). (b) Predicted probability of
engagement in secular giving for Roman Catholics, Protestants, and those not religiously affiliated living in countries with a
higher proportion of Protestants (with 95 per cent CIs). (c) Predicted probability of engagement in secular giving for Roman
Catholics, Protestants, and those not religiously affiliated living in countries with a higher proportion of people not religiously
affiliated (with 95 per cent CIs)
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A second limitation is that our context data are
measured at the level of countries, while the theoretical
mechanisms that we have offered as explanations for
associations with religious context are likely to operate at
a lower level of aggregation—i.e. the personal networks
of individual citizens. Lim and MacGregor (2012) argue
that it is important to measure religious context at the
level at which it is assumed to operate. We have not
been able to measure the degree of religiosity of people’s
networks. Instead, we have used a country-level measure
of religiosity, which could lead us to commit an
ecological fallacy. Using this level of measurement, we
ignore the local dispersion of religious groups. Therefore,
our findings should be interpreted with this caution in
mind.6
In conclusion, our evidence suggests that religious
context matters substantially for engagement in philan-
thropy, especially for donations to religious organiza-
tions. About 39 per cent of the country-level variance in
engagement in religious giving in Europe and the United
States can be attributed to the religious context charac-
teristics that we have measured. The results are generally
consistent with the hypothesis that religious heterogen-
eity is positively associated with religious giving and
suggest that this relationship is at least in part driven by
a religious minority effect: respondents belonging to a
religious minority are more likely to engage in philan-
thropy both towards religious as well as secular
organizations.
Notes
1 Respondents from Switzerland were excluded from
the analyses because only a small subset of the
questions on donations and volunteering were
available. The first wave of the ESS includes some
item non-response, ranging from a few missing
values (<0.01 per cent) for most variables to 20 per
cent missing values for the measure of household
income. We conducted several robustness checks,
including the analyses of multiple imputed data to
replace the missing values. These robustness checks
are displayed and explained in Supplementary
Tables S2 and S3.
2 Borgonovi (2008) used the percentage of a popula-
tion reporting a religious affiliation as a measure of
devoutness in her study on US counties. We argue
that when comparing religiosity over countries,
average religious attendance is a better measure of
devoutness, because religious affiliation does not
necessarily entail religious activity. In some coun-
tries most of the population will report a religious
affiliation, while the level of religious attendance is
low. In addition, the theoretical arguments about
effects of devoutness are not about membership but
about religious activity. As a robustness check we
also conducted analyses using the proportion of the
population reporting religious affiliation instead of
the country-level attendance variable (results and
interpretation available in Supplementary Table S4).
3 We performed these analyses using Stata 12. Stata
12 uses maximum likelihood estimating using
adaptive quadrature, standard with 12 integration
points. We tested the adequacy of this assumption
by estimating the models also with 20 integration
points. We found no differences between the
estimation with 12 or 20 integration points (results
available from the authors; Lesaffre and Spiessens,
2001; Steele, 2010).
4 The predicted probabilities displayed in Figures 2a,
b, c and 3a, b, c are calculated based on the full
models (model 6) as displayed in Tables 3 (religious
giving) and 4 (secular giving) including main effects
for country-level religious group size and inter-
actions between individual-level religious affiliation
and country-level religious group size. (Results
presented in Supplementary Tables S5 and S6).
5 For example, in the Giving in the Netherlands Panel
Survey, 39 per cent of the Dutch population
indicated have made a religious donation in 2001
(GINPS01, 2003). Research on survey methodology
shows that especially people for who giving is
incidental and irregular behaviour are more likely to
underreport their giving when asked for their giving
using the type of short survey prompts like those
used in the ESS (Rooney, Steinberg and Schervish,
2001; Bekkers and Wiepking, 2006).
6 A third limitation is that our results cannot
demonstrate a causal link between religion (and
religious heterogeneity and minority status) and
charitable giving. The cross-sectional nature of the
ESS data cannot rule out reverse causation.
Religious switching in Europe is not common, and
government treatment of charitable giving is fairly
homogenous across the EU, limiting the possibility
of using natural experiments or changes in individ-
ual religiosity over the life cycle to tease out causes
and effects. Our results may reflect inherent
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differences in preferences and policies across coun-
tries and across religions. One could also argue that
citizens who decide to join a minority religion, or to
remain loyal to a minority religion, or to be
religious in a largely secular country have chosen to
be different. Two motivations behind this might be a
strong individual preference for religiosity and a
social connection to the community. Large sample
longitudinal panel studies would be required to
explore these motivations as alternative explanations.
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